Idiopathic chronic constipation is associated with decreased colonic vasoactive intestinal peptide.
To investigate the reported association between idiopathic chronic constipation and morphologic abnormalities of enteric nerves, we measured the concentrations of six neuropeptides, vasoactive intestinal peptide, peptide histidine-methionine, substance P, methionine5-enkephalin, neuropeptide Y, and the bombesinlike intestinal peptides, in descending colon from 4 patients with idiopathic chronic constipation. Decreased concentrations of vasoactive intestinal peptide (707 +/- 112 ng/g wet tissue) and peptide histidine-methionine (543 +/- 58 ng/g) were found in the muscularis externa obtained from constipated patients compared with normal concentrations (40 patients) of vasoactive intestinal peptide (1199 +/- 47 ng/g) and peptide histidine-methionine (815 +/- 45 ng/g). Vasoactive intestinal peptide was identified by immunocytochemistry in nerve fibers within the circular smooth muscle layer of descending colon obtained from 6 control patients, but not in nerve fibers within the circular smooth muscle of descending colon obtained from 3 patients with idiopathic chronic constipation. By contrast, the distribution of immunoreactive met5-enkephalin was similar in normal descending colon and in descending colon obtained from patients with idiopathic chronic constipation. Decreased colonic concentrations of vasoactive intestinal peptide (a candidate nonadrenergic, noncholinergic inhibitory neurotransmitter) may be associated with diminution of inhibitory innervation of colonic circular smooth muscle in some patients with idiopathic chronic constipation.